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On Nov. 9, Ecuador's opposition-dominated Congress announced its decision to open hearings
over recent policies adopted by Minister of Energy Gustavo Galindo, who was appointed to office
only two weeks ago by President Sixto Duran Ballen. The upcoming hearing marks the latest
battle in an ongoing conflict between the legislature and the executive over alleged corruption and
mismanagement in government. Meanwhile, a series of proposed constitutional reforms are still
stalled in Congress, pending the conclusion of the legislature's investigations into the conduct of
cabinet officials.
During his short time in office, Energy Minister Galindo earned the wrath of Congress by raising
the price of gasoline 63%, and by announcing plans to build a new oil pipeline. The raise in gasoline
prices provoked a truckers' strike, plus harsh protests from local fishermen, who claim the higher
fuel costs are putting them out of business. The upcoming congressional investigation marks the
latest of a series of actions by Congress that has virtually crippled Duran Ballen's administration.
On Oct. 21, Congress had voted to fire Galindo's predecessor, Francisco Acosta, for mismanagement
and administrative improprieties. Acosta was the fifth energy minister to be fired and the seventh to
be investigated since 1981. Since the new Congress convened in August, besides firing Acosta, it also
dismissed the minister of foreign relations, Diego Paredes. In addition, the former ministers of the
economy, Cesar Robalino, and of health, Patricio Abad, resigned from their posts rather than submit
to congressional hearings. On Nov. 9, Duran Ballen named Dr. Alfredo Palacio, a heart surgeon and
professor of medicine, to replace Abad as minister of health.
According to news accounts, Palacio accepted the appointment only after getting the president's
assurance that his ministry will receive the financial and political backing necessary to respond
effectively to the country's health-care crisis. Health workers have been on strike for six weeks,
demanding higher salaries and an increase in the national health budget. Meanwhile, the ongoing
hearings in Congress continue to block the advance of legislative initiatives to reform the country's
Constitution. In a referendum last Aug. 28, Ecuadoran voters granted Congress authorization to
review a series of proposed Magna Carta reforms.
However, although Duran Ballen submitted the proposed reforms to Congress on Oct. 4, the
opposition, under congressional president Heinz Moeller, has put the reforms on the back burner to
first conclude the public hearings into the activities of cabinet ministers. Despite the delaying tactics,
however, Interior Minister Marcelo Santos says the government is "moderately optimistic" that the
package of reforms will be passed within the one- hundred-day limit stipulated in the referendum.
The measure approved by the voters included a provision allowing the government to convoke
a new referendum if Congress itself does not vote on the reforms within 100 days. According to
Santos, representatives from Congress met with administration officials on Nov. 9 in an effort to
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reach agreement on the most controversial reform initiatives, which include bills that would pave
the way for privatization of some state monopolies now protected by special legislation. Other
controversial reforms would grant permission for "independent" candidates who have no party
affiliation to run for national office, allow the president to run for reelection, and reconvert the
Congress into a bicameral body.
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